Beatrice pondered. An idea had flashed into her mind, and she was strongly tempted to carry it out. It was still early ; she had begun rather before time, and the reading had not been a long one. Suppose she were to go and visit her little sick friend, see how he was, and if she found him well enough, read over again to him some of this evening's stories, instead of leaving them to be mangled by the lad at her side.
Beatrice continued her readings all through the winter. They had become very popular. Most of the children came now because they were interested in what they heard, and numbers of them came so regularly that Beatrice knew them quite well, both byname and face, and had many chats with them. One boy in particular she liked, a bright-faced little lad about eight years old, Jack Wilson by name. He was a handsome little fellow, with beautiful brown eyes and a mass of curly brown hair. He was a very regular attendant, and always sat in the front row of chairs, his hands in his pockets, drinking in all he heard.
He had a particular love forfairy tales, and it was so natural and healthy a love in a child of his age, and argued a nature as yet unspoiled by his They reached the house, knocked, and were admitted by a very tidy-looking young woman, to whom Beatrice introduced herself, and explained her errand, adding that if Jack were well enough, and she would be putting no one to inconvenience, she would like to read him the stories which the other children had heard.
The working-people of Mayfield are slow of belief, and it is possible her story might not have gained credence had it not been for the presence of her guide, who was well known to the woman, and who emphatically endorsed every word she said. The woman gave her a long look, and then admitted her, neither willingly nor unwillingly as it seemed, rather as though impelled by Beatrice's manner she could not do otherwise.
Jack was in bed upstairs, in a room which was clean enough, but rather stuffy, and Beatrice at once realised that if she ran any risk it would be here, sitting in this atmosphere, and breathing this air, as she read aloud to the child. Even had she had any wish to draw back, however, it was too late to do it now, and the little lad welcomed her so heartily in his weak little voice that she could not help feeling glad she had come, and after talking to him for a little while, she began to read, and read in her soft clear voice until Jack lay asleep, with his thin hand in hers.
As soon as she saw that the child was asleep, she ceased reading, and would have gone away, but he held her hand firmly, and she could not withdraw it without waking him. At last, he himself, in the restlessness of his sleep, let it go, and after looking at him for a minute or two, she got up and noiselessly left the room. The door had been closed, and it was not until she was halfway down the stairs leading into the kitchen that she heard a voice speaking which certainly belonged to no Mayfield workman, and which in a minute she recognised as George Murray's. George's feelings for her had undergone a change too. He had never again written about her to Dr. Temple, and he had long ago given up his belief that she had been guilty of any departure from the truth. He heard as much of her from the working people as she did of him, and what he heard was equally to her credit, so that he, knowing the caution of these people, and aware of the probation all candidates for their favour must go through, knew that she must have amply proved her right to the judgments which were passed upon her. Insensibly she was becoming more and more to him, and as he, misled by her manner, which was only the outcome of his to her, was convinced that he was not advancing in her regard, and being by nature slow to accept his wishes as facts, he curbed his impulses and toned down his manner to a degree of which he was himself not aware. He would not yield to the growing attraction he felt in herself and her society ; he set himself against it, and encouraged all his former feelings in her disfavour. Then came this little incident in the Wilsons' house, from which hewent home in a rage with himself, knowing he had gone too far, and yet ignorant how he could put matters right, even though he longed to do so. At last he decided to leave things to chance. So we see them at the end of the winter, both anxious for a nearer acquaintance, both ready to take advantage of any accident which might bring it about. Nor, considering the slowness with which human affairs move, was the opportunity long in coming.
(To be continued.)
